A generation of malnourished North Korean children is at risk of sustaining lifelong physical impairment as disease and years of starvation take their toll, according to international relief workers in North Korea.
The scale of the impending disaster was revealed in a study conducted by international aid agencies, which details the devastation wrought by more than five years of severe food shortages in North Korea and a near total breakdown in the public health system.
Almost two thirds of North Korean children were found to be stunted or short for their age, and much of the population was subsisting on food rations mixed with straw and indigestible plant stalks, according to the report.
The study is the first scientific nutritional survey conducted in North Korea in recent years, and it confirms reports that had been circulated by aid workers who, during the past year, have gained increased access to the population.
James Foley, spokesman for the US State Department, said the situation outlined in the report substantiates the American government's "profound and fundamental differences with North Korea . . . about its choices on how to allocate its resources."
The survey found that because of food shortages about 62% of children under 7 years old suffer from stunted growth and, despite huge international food aid programmes instituted in the past three years, severe malnutrition is still widespread among all children under the age of 7. The survey also found that 16% of all children under 7 were acutely malnourished and 59% were moderately or severely malnourished.
The survey was carried out by joint teams of North Korean and international health officers from the World Food Programme, the United Nations Children's Fund, and the European Union. The random sample nutritional survey was conducted by 18 research teams across North Korea that looked at a total of 1800 rural and urban children.
Workers concluded in their report that the kind of malnutrition that they found left children with "irreparable mental and physical damage" which would not only leave a weakened generation in its wake but could hamper North Korea's future economic prospects.
Mr Foley said that although the international community had drastically increased the amount of food aid it is shipping to North Korea, government officials are unable to monitor the operations; the US government believes that some of the aid is not reaching its intended targets.
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Death rates for a number of major diseases, accidents, and suicides are higher in Wales than in England, the chief medical officer for the principality, Dr Ruth Hall, has warned in her annual report.
The Welsh rates for lung and breast cancer, coronary heart disease, and strokes, as well as suicides and accidents, are all higher. Deaths from stroke among people aged under 65 are 20% higher at 12 per 100 000 compared with 10 per 100 000 in England. Among people over 65, the rate is 8.7% higher.
Coronary heart disease deaths among the under 65 age group are 14.5% higher, while death rates from lung cancer among women are 6% higher. "These differences reflect real variations in health. In particular, the rates for strokes and accidents are much higher in Wales, reinforcing the need for action in these areas. The trends in death rates for strokes do not show encouraging trends. Further action would appear to be necessary to prevent strokes or to improve the outcomes for patients who have a stroke," she says.
She points out that Wales also has an increasing number of low birthweight babies and an increasing proportion of teenage girls who smoke. On maternal deprivation, she says that some parts of Wales are especially disadvantaged.
Dr Hall says that a coordinated approach to improving health is needed involving the workplace, the environment, and care during the early years.
"We must start with the unborn child. The first few years of life are so important, as these years have profound influence on health and life chances in later years. We must all work together to break this cycle of deprivation through improving equity of access to the full range of services that can be targeted at families with young children," she says.
The number of NHS trusts in Wales is to be cut from 26 to 16. The move by Welsh Secretary Alun Michael follows concern that some existing trusts are too small. After an emergency landing in Istanbul, Dr Major, several passengers, and cockpit and crew members were arrested by Turkish officials. After being questioned overnight, they were permitted to resume their flight to Budapest, arriving on the evening of December 6.
Turkish officials said an autopsy would be performed to determine the cause of death. Dr Major, 33, had been returning home after attending an international conference in Bangkok.
Petterson, apparently under the influence of alcohol and possibly drugs, reportedly went on a rampage shortly after takeoff, fighting with a male travelling companion, pulling female passengers out of their seats and attempting to ignite their hair with a cigarette lighter, and attacking the aircraft's captain, who was attempting to calm him.
With the help of several male passengers, the captain managed to isolate Petterson near a rear galley where they trussed him with their belts and seat belts into a passenger seat but he continued to shout and kick.
Dr Major was asked to help. After trying to talk to Petterson the doctor requested the aircraft's medical kit and injected the diazepam.
About five minutes before touchdown, Petterson stopped breathing. "I checked his pulse and there was none so we administered cardiopulmonary resuscitation but it was in vain," said Dr Major. "I don't think the medication I gave him killed him." 
